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For the first time in more than 160 years, the population growth rate in the United 
States was higher in rural and small town communities than in metropolitan areas. 
Preliminary counts from the 1980 Census of Population show that the nonmetropolitan 
(rural and small town) counties grew in population by 15.4 percent from 1970 to 1980. 
This compares with a 9.l-percent increase for metropolitan (city and suburban) 
counties, and a 10.8-percent increase for the Nation as a whole. 


During the 1960's the nonmetropolitan counties had a population increase of just 

4.4 percent, whereas metropolitan areas grew by 17.0 percent. Thus rural and small 
town growth accelerated in the 1970's--despite a decline in the national birth rate-- 
while metropolitan growth declined. 


In absolute terms, the number of people in nonmetropolitan counties increased from 
54.4 million at the beginning of the 1970's to 62.8 million by 1980. This includes 
a net of at least 4 million people who moved in from metropolitan areas and abroad. 
By contrast, in the 1960's, some 2.8 million more people moved out of the rural and 
small town counties than into them. 


However, some of the nonmetropolitan counties have become metropolitan in size and 
character as a result of their growth and will soon be reclassified as data becomes 
available.!/ A more liberal definition of metropolitan has recently been adopted 

by the Federal Government which will also contribute to a reduction in the official 
nonmetropolitan population. 


The final U.S. population total in the 1980 Census was 226,504,825, up from 203,302,031 
in 1970. Final figures for counties or towns will not be available before spring 1981. 
The numbers used here are based on a preliminary total of 225.3 million, and are about 

0.5 percent short of the final U.S. totale This difference is so slight, however, that 
trends can be reliably described from the preliminary counts. 


In general, all parts of the United States participated in the renewed population 
growth in rural and small town communities. However, some areas grew rapidly, some 
grew at a more modest pace, and other counties showed only a reduced rate of decrease 
rather than absolute growth. 


Regionally, nonmetropolitan growth was most rapid in the West, averaging better than 
30 percent. In a vast, sparsely populated area embracing western Wyoming, western 


1/ In general, metropolitan areas contain urban centers of 50,000 or more people. 
The boundaries are extended to county lines, and adjacent counties are added to the 
area if they meet certain criteria of worker commuting and metropolitan character. 
All other counties are nonmetropolitan. Metropolitan/nonmetropolitan status in this 
report is that of the early 1970's after the criteria in effect at that time had been 
applied to the 1970 Census. 
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Colorado, northern Arizona, most of Utah, all of Nevada, and the Sierra Nevada section 
of California, rural and small town population grew by more than 50 percent during 

the 10-year period. Energy and other mining developments, resort activities, retirement, 
urban flight, and comparatively high birth rates were the principal sources of growth 

in these arease Other zones of very rapid nonmetropolitan growth include the Florida 
Peninsula (70-percent increase) and suburbanizing counties that adjoin metropolitan 

areas throughout the Nation. 


At the other extreme, about 485 nonmetropolitan counties had declines in population. 
These counties were most heavily concentrated in the Great Plains and western Corn 
Belt, where continued loss of farm population was not offset by nonfarm growth. The 
only other sizeable block of counties with population loss was in the Mississippi 
Delta where a combination of agricultural changes and outmovement of Blacks resulted 
in outmigration that exceeded the excess of birth over deaths. Most of the counties 
with declining populations had also shown population loss in the 1960's, but at least 
800 of those same counties grew during the 1970's. 


One of the most notable shifts in population took place in the heart of the southern 
coal fields. In a 26-county area overlapping the borders of Kentucky, Virginia, and 
West Virginia, all but 2 counties declined in population during the 1960's. In the 
1970's, as mining revived and other changes occurred, all but one of these counties 
increased in population. Nonmetropolitan population in this subregion grew by a 
fifth in the 1970's, after declining by nearly a sixth in the 1960's. 


Every State had increases in nonmetropolitan population during 1970-80 except Rhode 
Island, where population in the only nonmetropolitan county (Newport) fell because 
of naval base reductions. The most rapid rates of statewide nonmetropolitan growth 
took place in Nevada and New Jersey (52 percent), followed by Florida (51 percent) 
and Arizona (50 percent). South Dakota and Iowa, both at less than 2 percent, had 
the lowest growth rates. 


Of the 25 individual metropolitan areas in the country that decreased in population, 
all but 2 were in the Northeast and the North Central States. Total metropolitan 
population declined in Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. But in each 
of these States, the nonmetropolitan population grew at a rate above that expected 
from natural increase (births minus deaths), implying net inmovement of people. 


In general, those States that had above average total population growth--largely the 
States of the South and West--had substantial growth in both metropolitan and non- 
metropolitan areas. In contrast to the other major regions, the metropolitan growth 
rate in the South was higher than the nonmetropolitan growth rate. 


Although a metropolitan and nonmetropolitan comparison is a convenient way to get a 
picture of differences between urban/suburban and rural/small town trends when only 
county data are available, there are millions of rural and small town people who 

live in the outer zones of metropolitan areas. In fact, some 200 metropolitan fringe 
counties are either completely or primarily rural. They qualify as metropolitan 
because of the high percentage of their employed residents who commute to work in 
metropolitan central counties. Population growth in these counties was typically 
rapid from 1970 to 1980. Much of the new growth is urban or suburban in form, but 
much is also rurale More precise information on change in the metropolitan rural 
population is not yet available. 


The most populous nonmetropolitan county in the United States is Ocean County, New 
Jersey,with a population of 344,000 and growth of 65 percent since 1970. However, 
this sounty is increasingly linked with neighboring metropolitan areas and will almost 
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Population of States, 1980 and 1970, by metropolitan and nonmetropolitan status 
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Total ¢ Metropolitan 1/ : Nonmetropolitan 
Area 3 : Seo es Meee ee th tee th lth i hte 
: 1980 se 9) Oe Ghanem sae 980) eo / OMe Chang els! 960 : 1970 : Change 
*(Preldams)): : : (Prelim.): ; (Prelims): : 
Thou. Thou. ‘Rieti. Thou. Thou. Pet. Thou. Thou. Pct. 
United States : 225,299 208302 10.8 162,494 148, 880 9.1 62,805 54,422 IDeA 
Northeast sme Oe) ile]: 49,061 -.1 41,614 42,480 -2.0 7,397 6, 580 WEA 
Maine 3 1 24 994 usher 344 307 12.0 780 686 13.6 
New Hampshire : 919 738 24.6 466 363 28.5 453 3/5 20.8 
Vermont : Splat 445 15.0 -- -- -- Syl 445 50 
Massachusetts : Sry HPS! 5,689 oi Dy OZ By 28! -.4 226 166 3605 
Rhode Island : 946 950 -.4 864 855 0 81 94 -13.6 
Connecticut 5 3097, 33 (OB Boil 2,848 2, 804 1.6 249 229 8.9 
New York Pos 173333 Ish, Dye -3.9 15,445 16,290 -5.2 ZaOSi, iL SOSuL TiO 
New Jersey : Yo 33S Td A BSS 6,707 6,756 -.7 629 415 Silos) 
Pennsylvania : 11,818 i OO: oul 9,437 9,581 -1.5 2, 381 2220 Hod 
North Central : 58,602 56, 590 3.6 SN), Thaw? 39,107 1.6 18,850 17, 483 7-8 
Ohio BAUD 7X) 10,657 1.9 8,508 8, 596 -1.0 2250) 2,061 9.2 
Indiana : 5,454 Seals} 5.0 3,468 3,349 3.6 1,987 1,847 To 
Illinois eee e326 AT ELO 1.9 9, 061 8,956 1.2 2,266 PpsAb Syl Baz 
Michigan : q, 23.0 8, 882 4.0! 7, 400 5 SE -6 laieiSh7/ iste! HOG 2 
Wisconsin $ 4,689 4,418 Goal PO DAO 2.9 DOSY, 1,840 LOS7 
Minnesota : 4,069 3,806 6.9 PX SOIL Pag aly) Vow 1,478 15389 6.4 
Iowa 5 2,908 Zo2 5) 2.9 1,084 083 4.9 1,824 1A POP iba fs} 
Missouri : 4,899 4,678 4.7 3,067 3,042 -8 13833 OSG A250) 
North Dakota : 652 618 5-6 88 74 19.8 564 544 Soa 
South Dakota : 688 666 3.3 110 95 15.6 578 Sy7/Il ito 
Nebraska g L555 1,485 558) 689 637 8.2 876 849 3}5 2 
Kansas : De, SHG 2,249 lie. 7h i, O35 977 5.9 Ls S V2 Wnt 3.8 
South ey 62, 813 19.0 47, 268 38)5 35e' PAV GAL 27,466 23, 460 ik7foal 
Delaware : 595 548 8.5 399 386 SS} 196 162 20.9 
Maryland 3 4,192 3,924 6-8 35529 Sis SiSy7/ Bical 663 567 16.9 
WeieKes ke Ceyiko 2 638 Tey -SAleysi/ 638 Thy aleye 7) ae -- -- 
Virginia : Bs SPL 4,651 14.4 3,483 3,074 iS}6 3) 1,839 SILA 16.6 
West Virginia : 193 ae WO6 7/ 683 664 2.8 1,248 1,080 ie) 
North Carolina: DR O4e 5,084 14.9 ZOD 2 DSIRE) 16.1 3,190 2,799 14.0 
South Carolina: 3,061 2 Sepik Wo? W472 e223 20)53 15589 367 16.2 
Georgia : 5,396 4,588 17.6 3,106 2,594 19.8 2,290 1,994 14.8 
Florida : 9,579 6,791 41.1 TO oie Sa 7Aul 39.2 1,629 1,080 50.8 
Kentucky : 3,642 3\5 PAL i Sieul: 1,620 iL Sila Wig? ZO 22 wake) 18.3 
Tennessee : 4,539 3,926 15.6 2,692 26505 13.9 1,847 WABYoph 18.3 
Alabama : 3, 867 3,444 WG 3} 2,390 Zac 228) Pes) 1,476 316 WAS? 
Mississippi : 2,503 LPT | 12.9 560 455 Pero. 15943 Oe ORS 
Arkansas : Joe, Joayih ILS S3} 18.6 715 606 18.0 1,566 ik SLT 18.9 
Louisiana g 4,194 3,644 ilsjoak 2,660 Ps Poy? 17.6 Ika SSA 3 82 ial oO) 
Oklahoma : 2,999 2.959 Lo 1,688 Iba 19.5 iL 5 Silk 1,148 IAG 
Texas Fs Dey al Sys 11,199 26.4 il @shl 8,563 28.8 $22 2,636 18.4 
West By YAP OSI 34, 838 23 BS 009 27,939 Dales 7 9,092 6, 899 31.8 
Montana : 784 694 12.9 188 169 ies: 595 525 BofA 
Idaho : 944 Tabs} 3253 73 ii 54.0 Walsh 601 a3} 
Wyoming : 469 332 41.1 -- -- -- 469 332 vend: 
Colorado : 2,878 Zea 0) 30.3 205i ib SRY) 28.8 821 613 34.1 
New Mexico : hiss PAS)S) ee Oie7, AT oth 449 333 34.7 847 684 230 
Arizona 3 Dh, TAs lags 52.9 23.037, IL 3y23) 54.0 677 453 49.5 
Utah : 1,459 1,059 eT 153 843 36687, 306 216 41.7 
Nevada : 800 489 63.8 656 394 66.4 144 94 Soc 
Washington : ep Mle) By 43 20.4 2,927 2,491 W/ as) 1,183 922 28.3 
Oregon : 2 O17 2,092 ey 1,566 ea Pohl PS} Lj @)Sul 811 29.6 
California g asi, Saby) 19,971 17.7 PAL cy TUT) 18, 638 16.5 1,800 15333 35.0 
Alaska : 400 303 Sos! 174 126 Baul 226 176 2 Oe 


Hawaii : 965 770 25.3 762 631 20.9 203 9 45.4 


-- = Either entirely metropolitan or entirely nonmetropolitan. 
1/ Metropolitan status as of 1974. 


Source: 1970 and 1980 (preliminary) Censuses of Population. 
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certainly be reclassified as metropolitan. The smallest county was Loving County, 
Texas, a ranching area with only 91 people, down by 44 percent since 19/0. 


In sum, the results of the 1980 Census of Population have fully confirmed the widespread 
renewal of population growth in rural and small town communities first indicated by 
estimates and sample surveys in the early 1970's. Additional reports on this subject 
will be prepared as further Census materials become available. 
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